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When the facts which appear to conflict with theory are well defined
and lend themselves easily to experiment and repetition, there ought to
be no great delay in arriving at a judgment. Either the theory is upset,
or the observations, if not altogether faulty, are found susceptible of
another interpretation. The difficulty is greatest when the necessary con-
ditions are uncertain, and their fulfilment rare and uncontrollable. In
many such cases an attitude of reserve, in expectation of further evidence,
is the only wise one. Premature judgments err perhaps as much on one
side as on the other. Certainly in the past many extraordinary observa-
tions have met with an excessive incredulity. I may instance the fire-
balls which sometimes occur during violent thunderstorms. When the
telephone was first invented, the early reports of its performances were
discredited by many on quite insufficient grounds.
It would be an interesting, but too difficult and delicate a task, to
enumerate and examine the various important questions which remain
still undecided from the opposition of direct and indirect evidence. Merely
as illustrations I will mention one or two in which I happen to have
been interested. It has been sought to remedy the inconvenience caused
by excessive reverberation of sound in cathedrals and other large unfur-
nished buildings by stretching wires overhead from one wall to another.
In some cases no difference has been perceived, but in others it is thought
that advantage has been gained. From a theoretical point of view it is
difficult to believe that the wires could be of service. It is known that
the vibrations of a wire do not communicate themselves in any ap-
preciable degree directly to the air, but require the intervention of a
sounding-board, from which we may infer that vibrations in the air
would not readily communicate themselves to stretched wires. It seems
more likely that the advantage supposed to have been gained in a few
cases is imaginary than that the wires should really have played the part
attributed to them.
The other subject on which, though with diffidence, I should like to
make a remark or two, is that of Front's law, according to which the
atomic weights of the elements, or at any rate of many of them, stand
in simple relation to that of hydrogen. Some chemists have reprobated
strongly the importation of a priori views into the consideration of the
question, and maintain that the only numbers worthy of recognition are
the immediate results of experiment. Others, more impressed by the
argument that -the close approximations to simple numbers cannot be
merely fortuitous, and more alive to the inevitable imperfections of our
measurements, consider that the experimental evidence against the simple
numbers is of a very slender character, balanced, if not outweighed, by
the a priori argument in favour of simplicity. The subject is eminently